Violence risk assessment instruments are widely utilised in Australian medico-legal settings to help estimate an individual's level of risk for future violence or offending. This introductory Brief discusses the extant cross-cultural research on risk instruments and the current applicability of the instruments to Australian Indigenous people.
The application of such instruments is now commonplace in both youth 2 and adult 3 correctional, forensic and court settings. Violence risk instruments encompass a suite of risk items that have empirical associations with violence/ offending. These items typically include past and current environmental factors (i.e. peer criminality, school attendance, substance use, parental neglect) and personal/clinical factors (i.e. aggression, negative attitudes, anti-sociality). 4 The process of risk estimation depends on the type of risk assessment administered. Actuarial risk instruments (i.e. Static-99, LS/CMI) encompass a finite suite of items that are derived from a specific construction sample of offenders or patients. Here, a risk score is tallied cumulatively (LS/CMI) or algorithmically (Static-99).
5 The client will be mechanically categorised into a 'risk' category based on their risk score. The alternative model, Structured Professional Judgement After considering the suite of risk items on the instrument, the assessor then determines the relevance of each risk item in relation to the client's level of risk, which is also determined by the assessor. 6 Both actuarial and SPJ forms of assessment have been found to predict offending with comparable accuracy.
An ongoing concern in the risk assessment field is the applicability of risk instruments to non-white populations. 7 This issue was recently highlighted in a Canadian federal court, which heard that actuarial risk instruments may be susceptible to cultural biases and were unreliable predictors of re-offence for Canadian Indigenous clients. 8 The former attorney-general of the United States of America, Eric Holder also noted during a speech in 2014, that actuarial instruments have the potential to over-criminalise disadvantaged vulnerable populations. Given that many instruments focus on environmental dysfunction variables, simply residing in a disadvantaged neighbourhood may engender a 'high risk' ranking regardless of an individual's history of criminal involvement. What is more, there are existing Australian risk models that include 'Indigeneity' as a risk factor for offending. 9 The impression here, whether intentional or otherwise, is that being Indigenous is inherently criminogenic. This example is profoundly discriminatory and such instruments should not be administered.
The available literature on the cross-cultural applicability of some of the more widely utilised risk instruments internationally, is unclear. For Indigenous populations (in Canada, the US and Australia), there are two discernible trends. First, Indigenous clients regularly receive significantly higher instrument scores compared to nonIndigenous clients across several of the major adult and youth violence risk instruments. 10 Higher risk scores inevitably correspond with being labelled a higher risk for violence which can result in restrictive interventions and supervision practices. Second, although most of the instruments have demonstrated a capacity to predict re-offending for Indigenous populations, the accuracy on average is slightly reduced compared with white Anglo populations.
11 This is problematic because if risk instruments are less accurate for a particular cultural group, then individuals from such groups may be legally and/or medically disadvantaged from their use.
Based on the existing literature, there is some concern that the instruments may have cross-cultural biases -that is, do the tools work the same way for different groups? Are they measuring the same thing? And if biases do exist, are they encoded within the instrument (i.e. actuarial instruments) or are they committed by the professional when conducting the assessment (SPJ instruments)? These questions warrant further discussion and research. There are several issues that may underpin predictive discrepancies between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations on risk assessment instruments. The construction samples of actuarial instruments feature predominantly whiteAnglo individuals. As such, instrument content is therefore based on the norms, characteristics and behavioural expectations of white offenders and patients. Item definitions may not reflect the worldviews, health models, family structures and belief systems of non-white populations. Moreover, risk instruments encompass clusters of items that represent medicalised problem behaviours. Such items may not reflect holistic models of illness that incorporate the physical, psychological and spiritual at both the individual and community levels. 12 There may also be culturally unique items that warrant inclusion on the instruments. For example, cultural connection/ engagement and a strong cultural identity may act as buffering influences on criminal propensity. For risk instruments that allow for clinical discretion (i.e. SPJ), the scope for mis-communication or prejudice is enhanced if the assessor has a limited understanding of cross-cultural differences. Here, the assessor could unintentionally misjudge an Indigenous client's risk level by failing to recognise cultural-specific symptom reporting styles (i.e. somatization) or distinguish between culturally normative behaviour (i.e. communicating with the deceased) and clinical symptoms. Furthermore, by not engaging in preferred forms of communication with Indigenous clients (i.e. open-ended questioning; trading of narratives; rapport development), assessors may engender discomfort and mistrust which may affect the quality of the information obtained. The danger here is that professionals could base treatment, release, or supervision decisions on incorrect risk information.
Indigenous Australians are overrepresented in the criminal justice system and as a consequence, many of those who are justice-involved will be assessed by violence risk instruments. Given the existing concerns over the extension of risk instruments to non-white groups, a stronger body of knowledge that is both accurate and culturally meaningful is warranted. A more advanced culturally inclusive risk assessment framework may be necessary in order to address the needs of Indigenous clientele. International protocols on conducting ethical research with Indigenous people have underscored the necessity for collaborative research approaches with Indigenous communities. Both the construction and validation of violence risk instruments have rarely, if at all, sought Indigenous consultation or endorsement.
Future efforts could include a cultural peer-review process, whereby the contents of the risk instrument are parsed, and then adjusted or re-worded (or translated) by community leaders and professionals.
13
Instruments may also benefit from cultural addenda which include cultural extensions of item definitions or the cultural expressions of particular behavioural risk items. Information pertaining to systemic factors underpinning offending (i.e. historical injustices, marginalisation, intergenerational trauma, institutional discrimination) and community circumstances (i.e. poverty, loss of identity, lack of opportunity, poor access to resources, cultural activities performed in the community, suicide, victimisation, homelessness, foster care/ child removal, cognitive impairment/Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder, lateral violence) may also be useful when contextualising risk items and informing culturally appropriate options for treatment. Finally, health professionals must be suitably competent when working with diverse individuals.
A failure to ensure that the risk assessment process is equally as effective for Indigenous people does a disservice to the needs of Indigenous clients and their communities. The mis-classification of risk can result in the misallocation (or non-allocation) of relevant resources which can result in ongoing contact with the justice system. It is essential that culturally appropriate risk assessment methods are developed and tested, so that distinctive individual, community and cultural needs are identified and appropriately addressed.
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